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Tuesday,  Fovember  11,  1941 


QUESTION  BOX 


Lye  cleans  kitchen  drain? 
Best  season  to  paint? 
Remedy  for  peeling  paint? 
How  seal  cracks  in  cement  floor? 


chemists  and  engineers  of 
the  U.  S.  Department  of 
Agriculture 
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Questions  in  this  week1 s  mailbag  cover  a  great  variety  of  subjects — 
everything  from  the  drain  in  the  kitchen  sink  to  cracks  in  the  cellar  floor. 
The  answers  to  these  questions  come  from  chemists  and  agricultural  engineers  of 
the  U.  S.  Department  of  Agriculture. 

Let' s  begin  with  the  question  about  the  kitchen  sink  which  comes  from  a 
young  housewife.     She  writes:     "The  store  where  I  buy  household  supplies  sold  me 
lye  to  cut  the  grease  in  the  drain  from  my  kitchen  sink.     I  used  this  lye,  and 
the  result  was  that  the  drain  became  entirely  clogged.     I  had  to  call  a  plumber 
to  clear  it  out.    '/ill  you  tell  me  what  caused  this  trouble?" 

Chemists  of  the  Department  of  Agriculture  say  you  probably  used  the  wrong 
kind  of  lye.     If  the  lye  you  poured  down  the  drain  was  caustic  soda,  it  probably 
combined  with  the  grease  in  the  drain  to  form  hard  soap  which  cakes  in  the  pipe 
and  is  difficult  to  remove.    Your  store  should  have  sold  you  potash  lye  for  this 
purpose.    Potash  lye  combines  with  grease  to  form  soft  soap.    This  soft  soap 
quickly  washes  down  the  drain  when  you  flush  the  pipe  with  plenty  of  hot  water. 

But  the  chemists  say  further  that  both  kinds  of  lye  are  poisonous.  And 
even  a  tiny  bit  on  the  hands  will  burn  into  the  skin.     In  a  house  where  there 
are  children,  you  must  always  keep  lye  out  of  their  reach  in  a  locked  cupboard. 
You  won't  need  to  use  this  strong  material  for  cleaning  out  your  drain  if  you 
take  a  few  precautions  against  getting  grease  in  the  pipes.     Scrape  dishes 


carefully  before  you  '-/ash  them,  and  then  use  plenty  of  ^rm  soapsuds  when  you 
wash,    llever  pour  waste  grease  from  the  frying  pan  down  into  the  kitchen  drain. 
First  let  the  grease  cool  and  harden.    Then  scrape  it  into  the  garbage.  Here's 
another  point  to  remember  about  keeping  a  clear  drain.    Boiling  water  poured  down 
into  the  drain  every  now  and  then  will  carry  off  small  amounts  of  grease  that 
start  to  collect  there. 

How  let's  turn  to  a  couple  of  Questions  about  paint.    The  first  letter 
says:     ""./"hen  is  the  best  time  of  year  to  paint  a  house  or  barn?" 

The  chemists  and  engineers  answer:     The  best  season  to  paint  a  house  is 
early  summer  before  gnats  and  other  flies  appear.    At  that  time  the  house  is  dry 
because  it  has  been  heated  all  winter.    And  it  is  very  important  to  have  any 
surface  dry  before  you  paint  it.    One  of  the  most  common  causes  of  paint  trouble 
is  moisture  in  wood.    Paint  will  not  adhere  to  wet  wood,  or  last  on  damp  wood. 
In  general,  cold  weather  is  not  a  good  time  to  paint  outdoors,  for  then  the 
paint  will  not  coat  the  surface  evenly.    A  good  safe  rule  for  outside  nainting 
is  never  to  paint  when  the  temperature  is  below  50  degrees  Fahrenheit,  or  when 
the  weather  is  damp  and  rainy. 

How  for  another  question  about  painting.     "The  paint  on  the  outside  of 
our  house  has  begun  to  peel  in  spots,"  says  this  letter,     "What  can  we  do  to 
remedy  or  prevent  this  trouble?" 

The  answer  is:     Remove  the  paint  with  a  paste  paint-remover,  or  by  scrapin, 
brushing  and  sanding.    You  can  smooth  off  by  sanding  any  places  where  you  can't 
get  the  paint  off  easily.    Next,  prime  bare  spots  with  the  same  kind  of  paint 
you  will  use  for  the  finish  coat,  only  thin  that  paint  with  linseed  oil  and 
turpentine.    This  will  seal  up  the  wood  so  it  will  be  ready  when  you  paint  the 
house  early  next  summer. 


_   n  _ 

If  the  paint  is  peeling  only  in  small  patches,  you'll  be  vase  to  inspect 
the  house  first  to  see  if  poor  carpenter  work  has  allowed  water  to  get  through 
small  openings  to  the  wood.    If  water  has  gotten  in,  and  dampened  the  wood, 
scra-oe  off  all  the  loose  paint  and  then  fill  the  openings  with  putty.  Then 
paint  over  the  patches  with  the  house  paint  which  you  have  thinned  with  turpentine 
and  linseed  oil. 

Now  for  the  last  question.    This  one  is  about  cracks  in  the  cellar  floor. 
The  letter  says:     "Cracks  in  the  cement  floor  of  our  cellar  allow  enough  seepage 
of  aioisuire  to  keep  the  floor  damp  most  of  the  time.    How  can  we  fill  these 
cracks  so  the  floor  will  be  dry?" 

A  good  way  to  fill  cracks  in  a  cellar  floor,  or  the  joints  at  the  place 
where  the  wall  and  floor  come  together  is  to  pour  in  hot  tar  to  the  full  depth 
of  the  crack.     Cracks  need  to  be  a  quarter  or  a  half  inch  wide  for  the  tar  to 
get  in  well  and  seal  them  up.    You  can  widen  them  with  a  chisel  if  necessary. 

If  the  tar  filling  doesn't  stop  the  seepage  of  moisture,  you  may  have  to 
put  a  special  coating  over  the  floor.    You'll  find  directions  for  this  special 
coating  for  a  concrete  floor  in  Farmers'  Bulletin  1772  called  "Use  of  Concrete 
on  the  Farm."    This  bulletin  is  free  from  the  U.  S.  Department  of  Agriculture, 
Washington,  D.  C.  as  long  as  the  free  supply  lasts.    Once  more — any  special 
questions  about  cement  or  concrete  floors  in  your  house,  you'll  find  answered 
in  Farmers'  3ulletin  1772  called  "Use  of  Concrete  on  the  Farm."    A  postcard  to 
the  U.  S.  Department  of  Agriculture,  Washington,  D.  C.  will  bring  you  that  bulletin 

And  that  finishes  today's  batch  of  questions. 
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